Feature Article

Putting Your Garden
on a Diet

by Ilene Sternberg

A

fter a day of gardening, do you
crawl into bed with a heat pack, an ice
pack, or maybe even a six-pack? Do
you have special pillows for knee pain,
neck pain, and a pair of wrist splints
for carpal tunnel pain? When you limp
to the kitchen for a midnight snack
of aspirin, are there so many magnets
strapped to your body that you stick to
the refrigerator door?
Don't let anyone say that gardening
isn’t exercise. Sometimes a fair amount
of hurt accompanies participation in
this “sport.” Hauling, digging, raking,
exhuming rocks, weeding, edging,
pruning, watering, leaf management,
bed cleanup, or a tug-o′-war with an
obstinate taproot can invite an aching
back, sore joints, strained muscles,
even serious injury. If you have
arthritis, carpal tunnel syndrome,
obesity, tennis elbow, high or low
blood pressure, Lyme disease, or knee,
hip, rotator cuff, back, foot, neck, or
hand problems, you qualify.
Gardening is therapeutic and
rewarding, so people with seemingly
insurmountable difficulties manage
to keep their hands in the earth,
regardless of limitations. The keys
to perseverance are in what mode of
growing we undertake, how we move
about the garden, what we wear, what
tools we use, and how we manage our
stock.

Joan says she asked herself,
“Where do I put everything? How do
I deal with full sun after a woodland
garden? The whole experience was
daunting.” Joan, an avid long-term rock
gardener, now has 45 well-manicured
troughs in her new display sitting on a
bed of stones.
Ellen planned her new garden
with an eye toward color and texture.
“I wasn’t able to bring many plants
because I hadn’t sold my old house yet.
I chose two favorites, a Hakonechloa
macra ‘Aureola’ and a double
Helleborus x hybridus. I adore yellow/
gold foliage and placed it throughout
my garden. Because it’s small, I chose
large clumps to move the eye through
the garden. I let plants self-sow, for
example Papaver atlanticum and
Aquilegia canadensis, which are easy
to control. I placed troughs, most made
by HPS member Herb Johns, along
the front walk to provide all-season
interest,” she says.
Ellen and Eve both had their
community’s gardener double dig
and add mushroom soil before they
moved in. Eve had a backyard terrace
constructed. (Eve also calculated the
sea level of her new garden, how
many earthworms per square inch,
the average rainfall in her new plot,
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Simplify Flowerbeds

Limit collections. Concentrate on
plants that don’t need pampering,
and plant them in repeating patterns
throughout your garden if you have the
space.
Judicious editing is the key to
downscaling. Select plants that perform
in all seasons. Shrubs that bloom
in spring, produce berries through
summer, turn intense autumn colors,
and have interesting winter structure
more than earn their keep.
Replace attention-hogging
flowerbeds with choice
shrubs. Dwarf conifers and
small bushes may need
pruning occasionally, but
don't need hacking back.

Tools
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One solution is downsizing or reducing
the size of your gardens. If you’re
moving to a smaller property, like
HPS members Eve Thyrum, Ellen
Wilkinson, and Joan Schmitt, who’ve
recently bought into retirement
communities, how do you squeeze your
two-acre estate into a much reduced
spot?

and how many possible indigenous
wildlife species were known to the
area. Though her house is on a hill that
backs up to woods, she didn’t consider
the occasional Bigfoot, one of which
decimated the goldfish in the pond in
a feasting free-for-all one night and
returned with friends to devour all the
hostas that she had artistically planted
in a long trough.)
Downsizing doesn’t have to be a
disheartening endeavor. Think of it as a
chance to reorganize, to prune away the
unnecessary. Consider the opportunity
to be creative and to escape that
bamboo you foolishly planted that’s
been chasing you from your property,
or the other menacing plants you’ve
been trying to excavate for twenty
years with no success.

A harmonious collection in the Schmitt garden
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Make motion easier with
ergonomic tools: pruners
with ratchet mechanisms,
with long-reach and/or
rotating padded handles,
swivel heads, and sliding
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Eve Thyrum’s back terrace

mechanisms that minister to anyone
with strength or agility hardships.
Keep hand tools accessible in a
bucket or tool belt. A well-balanced,
lightweight, four-wheeled wagon to
cart large loads is easier to pull than
a wheelbarrow, even with one hand.
Of course, if your new quarters are
really small, you may have to store the
wheelbarrow in your bed.

Clothing

Prevent cuts, poison ivy, and ingrained
grime with disposable latex surgical
gloves for weeding, deadheading, and
tasks that require dexterity, handling
chemicals, or squishing grubs and
slugs.
Work in shade as much as possible.
Use sunblock cream, insect repellent,
and clothing that protects from
scrapes, thorns, poison ivy, and other
hazards, while still allowing mobility.
Wear sturdy, thick-soled, supportive
footwear, not recycled run-down
street shoes. Overly flexible shoes
and worn-down soles can alter your
gait, straining back, hips, and knees,
twisting ankles, even breaking bones.
Sandals expose feet to hazards, too.

Pace Yourself

Rotate tasks to avoid repetitive motions
that exacerbate disorders. Don’t do
all activities in one day. Alternate
standing, sitting, hauling, and bending.
Drink lots of water.
If you have blood pressure
problems, don’t weed while bending
over or rise too quickly from a
crouching position. Kneel or sprawl
on a chaise cushion, rather than small
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Entertainment

your garden at night. If possible, let
garden-maintenance companies handle
the mowing.

Fertilizer and Mulch

Use less fertilizer. Recycle as many
nutrients as possible by leaving grass
clippings on the lawn or foliage over
plant beds. Base fertilizer use on
soil tests; over-fertilization leads to
excessive growth that needs frequent
pruning or mowing.
Mulch is the ultimate lowtech, high-impact gardening tool. It
conserves water, cools temperatures in
summer, and warms the soil in winter.
It also keeps weeds down.

Raised Beds & Accessible
Gardens

Abandon that ambitious scheme for a
Bring gardens within easier reach by
fanciful gazebo. You no longer need
using table gardens, window boxes,
“garden rooms.” (Vita Sackville-West
troughs, vertical wall gardens, and
didn’t garden alone.) And maybe you
hanging baskets with pulley systems
don’t need a big lawn for parties under
to hoist and lower pots. These enable
a tent any more. If you still want to
people with partial mobility or
entertain, try a small table and chairs.
restricted vision, as well as wheelchair
Get rid of a few friends, perhaps. And
gardeners, to work with relative ease.
what about all those “tchotchkes”
(knick-knacks
or trinkets)
you’ve
scattered
about your
yard. Selective
garden art
and fountains
are usually
handsome and
undemanding
features for
smaller-scale
A close-up of the troughs on Eve Thyrum’s back terrace
gardens.

Garden Space

In small urban gardens, condo
courtyards, and apartment patios, space
is always a problem. Even scarcer is
a place with the right amount of sun.
Most plant applications in a large
border can be recreated in miniaturized
form. Know what plants start small and
remain that way their entire lifespan.
Spatially-challenged sites, such as
balconies, may require rethinking a
garden layout.
You don't have to be moving to a
smaller space. Just change your focus.
Use the back porch. Utilize a terrace
or courtyard. Increase lighting to enjoy
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rubber
kneepads.
Stop for
lunch and a
nap when you
feel the urge,
especially
when it’s hot.
Try weeding
in a prone
position. That
works well
with the nap
idea.

Build a raised bed, perhaps one
high enough to create a storage space
beneath for gardening supplies.

Containers

For container gardening, make sure
pots are big enough to give roots plenty
of room. This is especially practical
for vegetable gardening. Bring veggies
closer to the kitchen to discourage
animal predators if you’re on a balcony,
unless there are flying bunnies and deer
nearby. Annuals are particularly suited
to pots.
Containers should have good
drainage. Use fresh potting soil, as
previous plants would have depleted
January 2018

your pots and they’ll never
know.)

The teensy space movement has taken off in
some areas. This house in San Francisco is just
around the 400 sq ft maximum size to qualify as a
tiny house and sold for $711K a year ago.

original nutrients. Plastic foam, resin,
fiberglass, and other lightweight
containers are simpler to move than
terracotta, stone, or lead. Many of these
replicate the look of natural materials
rather well. (Forbid visitors to fondle
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Plant Selections

Eliminate vines and clipped
hedges. Choose plants adapted
to our environment.
Micro-perennials that hug
the ground are important for
surface coverage and should
have aesthetic appeal in as
many seasons as possible. Seek
out similar colors and forms in
pint-size alternatives to replace
larger perennials. Use dwarf or
slow-growing varieties and plant
them where they have room to
mature without pruning.
Limit plant material that
takes up more resources—water,
fertilizer, maintenance. Think
about sustainability. Restrict
annual flowers to containers. All
plants that have the same water
requirements should be sited
together so they can be watered

Looking for more information?
Check out this book by Sydney Eddison,

Gardening for a Lifetime: How to
Garden Wiser as You Grow Older.
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as a group. Calculate the amount of
sun/shade, and the distance to the water
supply.

Make Lemonade

Bequeath remaining plants to
neighbors, children, or anyone else
who will care for them. As a gift to
the new homeowner, make a quick
map of just what is planted in the
garden you are leaving behind. Explain
to them just what a Campanula
portenschlagiana is and what it will
look like when it leafs out, what spring
bulbs will be coming up. Put markers
in the ground where those surprises
will appear during different times of
the year. Don’t tell them that the late
garden guru Christopher Lloyd referred
to labels as something like, “Little
tombstones commemorating plants that
died the previous year.”
Ilene Sternberg is an award-winning
member of GWA: The Association for
Garden Communicators.
Ed Note: Do you have suggestions for
downsizing your garden or ideas to make
gardening life a bit easier? Why not share
them with fellow HPS members? Email your
comments to newsletter@hardyplant.org.

5

